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  Chapter 1




  Some things just don’t work together. Chocolate and teapots. Straw and houses. Lead and balloons. Now I’ve discovered another combination to add to the list: high

  heels and the Lake District.




  If we were tourists, we’d be forgiven for dressing like this to negotiate a landscape that’s timeless, rugged and catastrophically ill-suited to four-inch strappy numbers. But my

  friends and I are not tourists: Cate and I have lived here for ever and Emily long enough to know better.




  I should stress that we wouldn’t ordinarily come out like this. Normally, you couldn’t pick us out from lots of other women in their early thirties around here, the ones in slouchy

  tops, boho prints, combats, cut-offs and, an occasional necessity, given our changeable weather, waterproof jackets.




  But Cate was convinced a different approach was required where we’re heading tonight on a warm spring evening. And for a reason I can’t quite remember, Emily and I listened to her.

  So, blossom-cheeked and perspiring, we teeter up one of Bowness’s steepest hills, the vast blue-grey ribbon of Windermere behind us.




  ‘Just so you know, Cate, even if I end up enjoying this, I’m not wearing these shoes again,’ I tell her.




  ‘They’re dancing shoes. What were you expecting to wear – trail boots?’ she grins.




  ‘Converse would’ve done,’ I protest.




  ‘Oh, Lauren – not for salsa night.’ The last two words are delivered in an unconvincing Latin American twang and accompanied by a J-Lo-style bum wiggle. I struggle not

  to snigger.




  The reason we’re en route to the class, on this evening in spring, is because a regular customer at Cate’s florist’s shop in Ambleside asked her to put a card in her window

  this week. It read: ‘LEARN TO SALSA DANCE. Experience the red-hot vibes of Latin America right here in Lakeland. Beginners and singles welcome.’




  Thanks to recent events, all three of us fall into both categories.




  Which is why, despite the fact that I’m absolutely not on my way to meet the man of my dreams – I’ve already met him, even if I’m nothing more than a friend in

  his eyes – Cate has dragged me along tonight, when I’m not even remotely in the mood to mambo.




  ‘I have to admit, Lauren,’ says Emily, ‘the shoes suit you. They’re gorgeous.’




  ‘What did I say? They’re fantastic,’ Cate adds, satisfied. She said the same about the false eyelashes she persuaded me to try out tonight, for the first time in my life. It

  feels as though my eyelids have been smothered in Pritt Stick and adorned with a catatonic tarantula.




  ‘Fantastic or not, the chances of me being able to dance in them are slim, given that I can barely walk in them,’ I say.




  Emily, I hasten to add, didn’t need the false eyelashes. The eyelashes nature has bestowed on her – just like every feature nature has bestowed on her, from her luminous

  blue eyes to her translucent skin – are already beautiful.




  Nobody could begrudge her though, since Em is one of those rare creatures who are unequivocally lovely inside and out – something that was immediately apparent when I first met her four

  years ago, after she moved in next door to Cate’s old place in Windermere. It’s not only that she’s easy to get along with, she’s just incredibly nice: the kind of

  friend who sends cupcakes for your birthday, texts after a night out to check you’re home safely, and doesn’t even flinch when a check-out girl presses yes to the question

  Is the customer obviously over 25? If that isn’t evidence of a soul entirely devoid of ego then I don’t know what is.




  ‘What time does this go on until?’ she asks now. ‘Only I’ve got to be up at six tomorrow morning to take a group of Americans up Helvellyn and Striding Edge.’




  Emily is originally from Derbyshire, but for the last four years has worked as a mountain leader for Windermere Adventures, taking hikers up some of England’s most challenging fells.

  She’s passionate about her job and entirely at home on the most treacherous crags, even those with names like ‘Bad Step’ and ‘Sharp Edge’, which as far as I’m

  concerned might as well be called ‘Best Stay at Home With a Nice Cup of Tea’. She can turn her hand to everything from gorge scrambling to wild camping, for which there is an unfeasibly

  large demand. She’s basically Bear Grylls, but with nicer hair.




  ‘Are they aware of the torrential rain that’s forecast?’ I ask.




  ‘No idea. Nobody ever enjoys it less when it rains anyway though.’ She’s apparently being serious.




  ‘If you say so, Em.’




  ‘I’ll prove it to you – if I ever manage to get you up a mountain with me one day, Lauren.’ She’s aware the likelihood is minimal. I’ve lived here all my life

  and, although I’d only ever whisper this, have never wavered from the view that the mountains are best appreciated from a distance.




  ‘To answer your question, the class itself lasts for an hour,’ Cate says. ‘But then there’s a “social” afterwards, when we get to dance with all the gorgeous,

  single blokes who will definitely be there.’




  Em and I flash each other a look.




  Em’s been single for a couple of months, having finally split up with a guy called Beck who was working in a hiking shop in Grasmere; she’d been seeing him on and off since last New

  Year. She’d made the schoolgirl error of assuming that being surrounded by crampons and camping stoves automatically made him the action-man type she always goes for, until she worked out

  that she never actually saw him outside. Not ever. The most dynamic thing he ever did was getting up to go to the bar in the Golden Rule, where he’d apparently set up long-term

  residency.




  In Cate’s head, the fact that Emily has been single for a couple of months, that she herself has been single for around the same time and that I’ve been single for so long there is

  virtually rust in my knickers . . . means that we MUST ACT.




  At times like these, it’s just easier to humour her, not least because I can’t claim I’d usually be doing anything more exciting on a Tuesday evening – unless you count

  marking Key Stage 2 literacy tests for the primary school where I teach.




  ‘Why didn’t we just drive here?’ I ask, as we leave the outskirts of the town behind us and cross the road towards the Moonlight Hotel.




  ‘Because it’s launch night and there are free margaritas.’




  ‘How many people are going to be there?’ asks Emily. ‘I just want to know if I’ll be able to slip easily into the background.’




  ‘Marion, the salsa teacher, is expecting forty or fifty. But for the record, you won’t need to slip anywhere,’ Cate insists, pushing her short blonde bob behind the four

  piercings in her ear. I used to have a couple myself in my late teens but Cate’s never fully grown out of her alternative phase and never really wants to. ‘Nobody’s expecting you

  to be any good on the first lesson – none of us will be.’




  As we crunch up the driveway, the pale stone towers of the hotel rise up above a watery sunset.




  When I was growing up, I had a vague awareness of four types of holiday establishments here in the Lakes: campsites for the walkers; pubs for the walkers soft enough to want a hot shower;

  chintzy guest-houses overflowing with paper doilies; and grand, old-fashioned establishments like the Moonlight Hotel, with heart-stopping views, abundant history and gingerbread high teas served

  in bone china cups.




  In recent years, much of the National Park’s accommodation has been renovated for a younger, trendier, distinctly fussier market. But some of those older places have been frozen in time,

  refusing to relinquish their floral curtains and drag themselves into the twenty-first century. The Moonlight Hotel is one of them. And I’m glad.




  It’s nothing to do with the aforementioned floral curtains, but because this is not just any old hotel to me. It’s part of my childhood, the backdrop to my most precious memories

  – of long summer holidays making dens in its gardens and mischief in the kitchens on the pretence of helping to wash up.




  So despite the fact that I’m not here often these days – I’ve popped in with Mum for a tea a handful of times in the last five years – when I push through the door into

  reception, a rush of familiarity engulfs me.




  Everything, from the austere oak walls and imposing reception desk, is exactly the same as it always was, only a bit quieter. Any evidence of throngs of people arriving for a riotous night of

  Latin-style hip-swivelling is thin on the ground.




  Cate pulls out a business card from her purse. ‘It definitely says the Moonlight Hotel, every Tuesday. Let’s see if one of the staff can shed any light.’ She pings an aluminium

  bell, or at least tries to. It sticks a couple of times, before responding with an unexpectedly loud ting!




  A middle-aged woman with thick glasses and slightly greasy hair appears looking so stressed out you’d think she was on the trading floor of Wall Street. She isn’t someone I

  recognise, although most of the staff who were around when I was a child have long gone. It’s clear she has no time for pleasantries, so we’re simply directed to the Lake Room at the

  back of the hotel. Not that I needed directing.




  The door is firmly shut and it’s deadly quiet when we reach it. Then suddenly, the throb of music bursts out from behind the door.




  ‘There you go,’ Cate declares. ‘The red-hot vibes of Latin America – as promised.’




  She turns the knob and flings open the door, and we stand mutely, surveying the room while our eyes begin to water with the volume. It’s fair to say this was not what we were expecting.

  Apart from one couple and the teacher, we’re literally the only ones here.




  





  Chapter 2




  ‘You came – excellent!’ cries the woman I can only assume is Marion as she battles with the remote control from a music system, flings it down, then hurtles

  across the empty room. ‘Come on in. Don’t be shy!’




  When I was a little girl, this grand room reminded me of the one in The Sound of Music, but it was only much later that I found out the house was built in 1895 as the private residence

  for an Austrian baroness – although what she was doing in the north of England I couldn’t tell you. To my young and untrained eye, this was the kind of room where balls should be held,

  where elegant ladies should swish across the floor in silk gowns and white gloves.




  This evening, soft light floods through the windows overlooking the lake and Langdale Pikes; the stucco ceiling and intricately patterned wallpaper are still just about intact. I don’t

  know why they got rid of the old tables and chairs. Disappointingly, they’ve been replaced by the cheap, plastic kind you’d find in a British Legion club. Despite this, and the

  threadbare carpet and slightly crumbling walls, it’s every bit the room I once knew and loved.




  My dad worked at the Moonlight Hotel for more than two decades, having started here in his early twenties, shortly after he’d emigrated to the UK from Australia. For the last twelve of

  those years he was General Manager – and although he’d never class himself as a workaholic, you’re not in a job for that long without passion and pride infusing everything you

  do.




  ‘Hi, Marion,’ replies Cate, with some trepidation. ‘When are the others getting here?’




  The woman responds with a protracted wince, as if someone’s trodden on her bunions. ‘It’s not quite the turn-out I was expecting. But it’s early yet,’ she says,

  looking at her watch. I can’t knock her optimism. Cate flashes a glance at Emily and me, which prompts a flicker of panic in Marion. ‘You won’t leave, will you?’




  Cate claps her hands together. ‘Course not. Right, where do I learn to have hips like Shakira?’




  I realise I must have been holding some obscure preconception about what a salsa teacher might look like. I can’t define this, except to say that it’s in every way the opposite of

  Marion, who is the least Latin-looking woman on the planet, with her unruly blonde ringlets and short legs whose chubby, baby-faced knees peek out of a long jersey skirt, slit to mid-thigh. She

  offers us one of the dozens of complimentary margaritas lined up on a table. I take one – and come to the unavoidable conclusion that it’s actually Robinson’s Barley Squash.




  ‘Please tell me you’re beginners too . . .’ The woman addressing us is about three inches shorter than me, with scarlet lips, perfect flicky eyeliner and the sort of

  hour-glass figure that in the 1950s would have attracted wolf-whistles. ‘Our only experience of salsa dancing is watching Strictly.’




  ‘And that was painful enough,’ adds her boyfriend. He looks six or seven years older and wears a sheepish smile to accompany the small spare tyre protruding over his cleanly pressed

  jeans. After a few introductions, we learn that the couple – Stella and Mike – are getting married in July. Preparations were going brilliantly until he dropped into conversation that,

  in the light of his two left feet, he didn’t think a first dance was necessary.




  ‘I had two words to say to that,’ Stella tells us. ‘“AS IF”. So here we are.’




  ‘I’ve got four months in which to become a Latin lothario,’ Mike grins.




  Stella looks sceptical. ‘Love, if we just get your legs moving without you doing yourself an injury, I’ll be happy with that.’




  ‘All right, ladies – gent,’ Marion nods. ‘How about we start with some basic moves? Let’s get you all paired up.’




  She turns on the music again and lowers the volume to a level at which the windows are no longer vibrating. We stand in allotted pairs: Stella and Mike. Marion and Emily. Cate and me.




  ‘No offence, Lauren,’ she mutters, as she grabs my hand. ‘But when I said I wanted to dance with someone dark-eyed and gorgeous, you weren’t what I had in

  mind.’




  ‘It could be worse – you could be in poor Emily’s position,’ I point out as our friend is forced to stand at the front of the ‘class’ and take part in

  Marion’s demonstration. For Cate’s sake I pretend to be disappointed that the room isn’t a sweaty, bustling hotbed of male lust. But in truth I couldn’t be more relieved,

  even if Marion isn’t very satisfied with the situation.




  ‘It’s extremely difficult with only one man here,’ she laments. ‘In salsa it’s the man’s job to lead so I’m teaching you this the wrong way round. Which

  one of you wants to be the man?’




  ‘It’s been that long since I waxed my legs, I’d better volunteer,’ Cate replies.




  What becomes most apparent in the first half-hour of the lesson is just how difficult it is to master steps which are technically meant to be easy. They even look easy. But easy is the

  last thing they are, at least to me.




  Even when we’re trying to get to grips with the basics and follow Marion’s instructions – to loosen the knees, move from the hips, keep the body central – Cate and I are

  a clash of ankles and giggling hysteria. This situation worsens significantly when Marion foolishly decides we’re ready to move on to a turn.




  We are instructed to ensure we’re putting pressure on our feet each time we make a step, the idea being to get us wiggling the bottom half of our torsos and looking almost like dancers. I

  suspect we all look more like a pair of demented geriatrics on a waiting list for hip replacements.




  Once we start taking this seriously, however, things start slotting into place. Although Marion seems to be under the impression she’s tutoring The Kids From Fame, and

  doesn’t find our haplessness at all amusing, she does get Cate and me moving in a vaguely salsa-ish way. Or maybe it’s just that we don’t look bad compared with poor Mike, who is

  not over-burdened with natural co-ordination.




  As Marion turns her attention to showing him – again – how to master the basic mambo, Cate grabs me by the hand. ‘What did Marion say this step was called? A

  kerfufla?’




  ‘Enchufla,’ I correct her.




  ‘Bless you,’ she replies. ‘Whatever it is, I’m determined to crack it.’




  Cate is nothing if not enthusiastic. She’s always been like this. I’ve known her since we were little girls – we went to primary school together – and she was always the

  first to stick her hand up in the air and volunteer for just about everything. That was the case whether we were being asked to give out library books or, on one notable occasion, audition for a

  part in a TV advert for a breakfast cereal (she didn’t get it; the producers said she had ‘slightly too much personality’). Tonight, what we jointly lack in technical ability, my

  friend seems determined to make up with speed, joie de vivre and – it turns out – her innate ability to draw unwanted attention to us. To be absolutely fair, it’s not Cate who

  manages to get one of the threads from the ailing carpet wrapped around her high heel – it’s me.




  ‘Cate!’ I shriek, but she takes this as encouragement, grabs me by the waist and carries on dancing while the thread pulls against my ankle. Cate only becomes aware of my predicament

  when, in desperation, I reach out to try and stop myself from falling, a move that has the converse effect of making me lose my balance and stumble to my knees, taking my friend with me.




  I attempt to scramble to my feet, aware that Cate is speechless with laughter and Marion has her arms crossed in disapproval. ‘Sorry,’ I mutter, pulling down my skirt as I sit up and

  start picking at the threads around my ankle in an attempt to release them.




  ‘Oh, don’t worry – at least no one’s here to see us,’ she sighs, as I glance up at two of the best-looking men I’ve seen in my life standing at the door.




  In the excruciating moments that follow, I take in and process a succession of facts. The guys in front of us have that athletic, healthy look about them – tanned,

  muscular and with the air of being as at home in the great outdoors I would be in front of an episode of EastEnders. They are both wearing hiking boots, and one of them has on the

  instantly-recognisable bright red jacket of a Mountain Rescue volunteer.




  I’ve noticed a certain trait in this kind of bloke over the years: they insist on helping people. It’s not even a result of all the first aid courses they have to do. This

  is something in their genes that means they’re physically unable to restrain themselves when there’s anyone in need of assistance, whether it’s a lone hiker cragfast on Skiddaw, a

  group of walkers attempting to decode their Ordnance Survey maps, or two women in strappy heels scrambling around to untangle themselves from a fraying carpet.




  I respond to their attempts to help us up with the level of mortification the situation deserves – red faced, mumbling that none of this is necessary – while Cate holds out her hand

  as if she’s Deborah Kerr in the King and I and rises elegantly on to her toes, with a demure smile.




  As I brush myself down, I try not to look at the guy in front of me, although I’ve already caught a glimpse of clean-shaved skin, unusually symmetrical features and dark, brooding eyes

  that somehow look older than his face.




  ‘You’ve got something on your cheek,’ he says. I lower my eyes and follow the trail of a disconnected eyelash, before peeling it off and shoving it in my pocket.




  ‘Gents! Come in and join us! Are you beginners too?’ Marion asks, seizing the opportunity.




  The guy with the brooding eyes backs away. ‘Actually, we’re here for a business meeting. I have a feeling we have the wrong place though.’ At that, his phone pings and he opens

  a text, before turning to his friend in the red jacket, who is almost as tall as him, with blond hair and a smattering of freckles across his nose. ‘At least, we did have a

  meeting.’




  ‘They’ve cancelled on you again?’ asks the blond guy.




  ‘Apparently so.’




  Marion zones in on her chance like a heat-seeking missile. ‘Don’t suppose either of you fancy a go at salsa, do you?’




  ‘Er, no, I don’t think so,’ the guy with dark hair says instantly.




  But his friend is smiling: a broad, unashamed, distinctly flirty smile – aimed directly at Cate. ‘Oh, come on,’ he says. ‘We’re not doing anything else now, are

  we?’




  To be fair to the two newcomers, they throw themselves into the situation. And the result, against all the odds, is quite an enjoyable evening.




  I am more than happy to step aside and let Cate dance with the blond one, who’s called Will, and Emily dance with the dark one, who’s called Joe, while I stick with Marion.

  Meanwhile, Stella tries her very best to encourage Mike, despite the fact that every time I look over, his feet appear to be defying the laws of nature and going in opposite directions.




  The lesson itself is over before we know it, at which point it’s time for the ‘social’.




  Which isn’t admittedly as ‘social’ as it could be given that there are still less than ten of us in the room. But after sticking to a fairly regimental set of steps under

  Marion’s guidance, it’s an opportunity to let our hair down and do a little more actual dancing, at least as I know it.




  The kind where you get to loosen up, move with the music, enjoy yourself – although technically speaking, our salsa steps would never win Len Goodman’s approval. Once the music is

  cranked up, it’s easy to get into the swing of things, even if I am stuck with Marion while Cate and Will spin around the room laughing, and Joe gazes into Emily’s eyes as he takes her

  hand and leads her, like we were shown earlier.




  As the sky gets blacker and the moon shimmers outside, Marion looks at her watch and begins her appeal to drum up support for next week. ‘I realise it wasn’t as packed as we’d

  anticipated,’ she says. ‘But it’s early days, isn’t it?’




  Cate places a reassuring hand on Marion’s arm. ‘It’s been a great night. And once word gets round, you’ll be packed out.’ She turns to Will. ‘But do us a

  favour boys: next week, can you bring a few friends?’




  





  Chapter 3




  I feel mildly groggy when I wake the following morning, which I could put down to antioxidant deficiency due to the absence of kale in my diet (which I read about online

  yesterday) but probably has more to do with drinking three margaritas on a Tuesday night, even if they didn’t taste overly alcoholic.




  Still, it is Wednesday. It is not raining. And I have a staff meeting this afternoon at which Edwin Blaire will be present. So life is good, in a bittersweet kind of way.




  Which is how it has been in the two years since I’ve known Edwin, two tortured but sublime years in which he entered my life like a luminous blaze of fireworks . . . which I am soon to

  extinguish with a big bucket of water. Australian water, to be precise.




  I am saving up to join my cousin Steph, who is currently on the Gold Coast doing little but sleeping with handsome but dubious men and topping up her tan, for a gap year.




  I know I’m technically far too old for a gap year. But I’ve always wanted to travel Down Under. It’s in my blood. Dad was born and raised just outside Melbourne, and when I was

  a teenager I was obsessed with the idea of living there one day.




  As a result, my laptop is clogged up with bookmarks of travel articles for parts of the country I’m determined to see, including the town where my dad lived until he was twenty, when he

  and two friends came to the UK on a work visa and never looked back. Although he loved the UK, especially the Lake District, where he ended up after a short stint living in Shepherd’s Bush,

  my dad remained unmistakably Aussie. Funny, outdoorsy and with a quiet strength of character that feels like a rarity these days.




  Anyway, I’ve spent half my life in one long day dream about what it would be like to live, at least for a while, somewhere you could wake up knowing the sun would be shining, even though

  Dad said Melbourne’s weather wasn’t always that predictable.




  So, disappearing to the other side of the world makes sense, even without my need to escape from my deep, all-consuming love for a man by travelling 10,000 miles away from him and never seeing

  him again. This, I’m afraid, is the only way of liberating myself from the shackles of an overwhelming passion that is – and this is the miserable nub of the matter – completely

  unrequited.




  Edwin belongs to someone else. Fiona. Otherwise known as The Bitch.




  It’s an ironic soubriquet, in case you’re wondering, because Fiona couldn’t be nicer, sweeter, more fun and generally perfect if she’d been made in a cupcake factory and

  had a halo.




  They are a gorgeous couple and they are never, ever going to split up.




  I came to this realisation at our Christmas party before last, when Edwin confided in me that he was planning to propose in Paris on New Year’s Eve, with an antique diamond ring that once

  belonged to his great-grandmother (spoiler alert: he went ahead with it – and she said yes).




  There and then, after controlling the urge to cry for the rest of the evening, I decided I would follow in Steph’s libidinous footsteps for an Edwin-free year of sun, freedom and possibly

  sex, although I have forgotten how to do that, or at least I would have without my Game of Thrones box set.




  I have saved up £4,764.37, and estimate I have only another few months before I’m ready to depart. Which means torturing myself with Edwin’s heavenly face for all that time,

  but at least there is light at the end of the tunnel. And I might as well enjoy the view in the meantime.




  I clamber out of bed and pad across my tiny, creaky bedroom to look out of the window across the misty landscape and towards the whitewashed walls and seventeenth-century timbers of the Mortal

  Man pub. I can’t deny I’ll miss a view like this, whatever the Gold Coast has going for it. I open the window and breathe in the air, brushing away crystal droplets of overnight rain

  that have gathered on the windowsill.




  Kissing Gate Cottage, which I’ve rented for the last five years, has two bedrooms, a tiny, old-fashioned kitchen, a bathroom and a living room. It’s small but I love every nook and

  cranny of it, its slate walls and ancient beams and the fact that it always smells of the seasons: new grass and sunshine in spring, burning wood and spice in winter, admittedly with a little help

  from Ambi Pur.




  It sits in a row of identical slate cottages in Troutbeck, which is quiet and scenic but close to the bustle of Bowness and Ambleside, both of which are short on the bright lights and action of

  a metropolis but have everything you could ever really need. There are pubs of every description, from the posh kind that serve thrice-cooked chips to the rugged kind full of muddy boots and wet

  dogs. There are boutiques that sell more than the obligatory hiking gear, old-fashioned cinemas – the kind where they have an interval and ice-cream sellers – and an exceptionally good

  chocolate shop in Ambleside, which probably just gives the place the edge for me.




  Once I’m dressed and ready, I pick up my phone and spot a text from Emily that says, Did you enjoy last night? I loved it . . . though not sure if that’s down to the dancing or

  gorgeous Joe! x I wish I could muster the same enthusiasm.




  I hop into my aging Mini to make the twelve-minute drive to work, St Luke’s and St Patrick’s C of E primary school. Three other vehicles are in the staff car park when I pull in. One

  of them belongs to Edwin, who always makes it in at least fifteen minutes before me and will be in the staff room reading the paper already. I examine my appearance in the mirror, which is more

  unforgiving than in my dimly-lit bedroom, to see if it’s suitable for his eyes this morning. The answer, immediately, is no.




  The zit on my chin is not the most offensive I’ve ever had. That honour was saved for the one that graced my face when I graduated from university in Lancaster, which was like a second

  nose – and was captured for all eternity in the picture still on my mother’s mantelpiece. But it’s offensive enough. I noticed some kind of protrusion when I was putting on my

  foundation this morning, but in the thirty-five minutes since that moment it seems to have swelled up as if it’s been sitting under the heat lamps in an industrial-scale cannabis farm.




  I pull out a tissue and do the only thing open to me: give it a little squeeze. Then another one. Then, just when I’m getting really into it . . .




  Knock, knock!




  I leap up and bang my head on the ceiling of the car.




  Edwin Blaire’s beautiful face is staring at me. And at my zit. I open the door and smile awkwardly. ‘Edwin! Good morning,’ I say, swinging my legs over and shuffling out of the

  driver’s seat.




  ‘Gorgeous, isn’t it. How are you today, Lauren?’




  ‘I’m really good, thanks,’ I tell him, surreptitiously holding my hand up to my face. When I remove it I notice a dab of blood on my finger. Perfect.




  Edwin, physically speaking, is like nobody I have ever fancied before. When I was a teenager I went for obvious types – Ryan Gosling in The Notebook, or Keanu in The

  Matrix. The fact that Edwin is not some overblown dream-boat is part of his appeal. That’s not to say he isn’t gorgeous, because he is, but his frame is tall and slim, where I once

  sought out boy-band muscles. His eyes shine with kindness the more you get to know him, and the angular jawline and wide mouth grow more sensual with each snatched gaze.




  His hair is glossy, his skin luminous and he always manages to dress in a way that’s as original as it is impeccable. I remember thinking when he first started here, about a year after me,

  that the children might find the fact that he always wears a tie a little intimidating, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. He is universally adored by the children – and the other

  staff, for that matter. Honestly, the rest of us don’t stand a chance; Edwin is without question the most popular teacher in school. He is a complete natural: strict enough to command their

  respect, but so much fun that you know every one of them wishes he was their uncle.




  ‘Your salsa class turned into a good night then?’ he asks.




  ‘Do I look that rough?’




  He laughs his lovely laugh, the one that makes birds and butterflies and little pink hearts fly up around my head. ‘You never look rough,’ he reassures me and continues to make eye

  contact just long enough for my stomach to swoop a little. ‘How did it go?’




  ‘Oh . . . it was fun. Though I was mainly paired off with Cate, which wasn’t quite what I had in mind.’




  ‘I’ll have to come along one week and rescue you,’ he says, as my cruciate ligaments threaten to give way.




  ‘I wish you would,’ I blurt out, then feel my neck redden. Fortunately, he changes the subject.




  ‘Am I right in saying we’ve got a staff meeting later on? I had something in my diary but have managed to leave it at home.’




  One of Edwin’s gorgeous quirks is that, despite being only thirty-four and basically a genius – he has a degree from the London School of Economics – he manages to resist the

  frantic, twenty-first century scramble of technology that dictates all our lives these days. He’s got a mobile, obviously, but prefers to organise himself with nothing more than a Mont Blanc

  fountain pen, Moleskine notebook and old-fashioned leather diary. He’s not even on Facebook, which is quite inconvenient given how much I’d enjoy secretly poring over his pictures.




  ‘We have, Edwin, yes. Three o’clock. Straight after the school bell.’




  ‘Good job I’ve got you around,’ he smiles, as I am hit by a ten-ton truck of longing, which has the strange effect of making me feel the need to move the conversation on.

  ‘How’s Fiona?’ I ask as we stroll through the car park toward the main entrance.




  Our school was established in 1861 and parts of the old building still exist, although they have been renovated internally – in about as sympathetic a fashion as was possible in the 1980s.

  Edwin is about to push open the door, but stops.




  ‘Oh, Fiona’s . . . fine. At least . . . I think so,’ he says, as I register a meaningful look in his eyes.




  ‘You think so?’




  ‘Hmm.’ He looks down, mildly embarrassed. ‘I haven’t seen her since the weekend.’




  He pushes open the door and invites me to enter first as my heart starts thudding faster. ‘Has she been away?’




  ‘Er, no,’ he replies dully.




  ‘Oh,’ I say, suppressing an urge to shout: ‘Speak, man, speak!’




  He stops and turns to me, looking down again at his feet. ‘The truth is . . . I’ve moved out,’ he confesses. ‘And I can’t deny it, I feel terrible about

  it.’




  I realise my jaw is somewhere near my knees. ‘You dumped her?’




  He nods silently.




  ‘Why? What happened?’ I ask.




  He glances around to check no-one’s listening. ‘When I proposed, I meant it. At that point, I didn’t have a shadow of a doubt that I wanted to marry her. We would have done it

  last year, had Fiona not had so much on with work – it was her idea to leave it a couple of years. Anyway, in recent months, she started making wedding preparations and we went to see this

  venue in Ullswater.’ I look up and realise he’s started sweating. ‘It was all moving along so fast and . . . suddenly . . .’ he stops to draw breath before saying, ‘I

  knew I was making a mistake. I had to put a stop to it. I had absolutely no choice.’




  I don’t know how to process this information. ‘You’re not getting married any more?’ I croak.




  He shakes his head. ‘We’d been growing apart for a long time.’ He looks at me, clearly worried I’ll despise him, in some twisted act of sisterhood. ‘Not that it had

  been awful. It hadn’t. Fiona’s a lovely person. A perfect girlfriend.’




  I nod, feeling very hot. ‘She is,’ I agree, unable to deny it. ‘She is unquestionably a lovely person. I can’t speak for the girlfriend bit, obviously.’




  ‘Well, she was wonderful,’ he shrugs. ‘Which is why I think I convinced myself I was in love with her . . . when I wasn’t.’




  ‘Weren’t you?’




  ‘No.’ He looks into my eyes and my heart skips a beat. ‘And you can’t be with someone for the rest of your life when you’re not in love. Can you?’




  He’s clearly looking for reassurance. You’d think I’d be bursting to give it to him. But I’m so shocked, I’m finding it difficult to say a single thing.




  ‘Only you know if you’ve done the right thing, Edwin. But, you should be certain before you actually get married to someone,’ I murmur, unable to meet his

  eyes. Then, before I can think about it, I place my hand on his arm as a gesture of solidarity. He looks momentarily surprised, then after a heartbeat, places his hand on mine.




  I suddenly feel as if I’m dancing on poor Fiona’s grave – and I’m not the only one. We both snatch our hands away. ‘So you haven’t heard from her? You

  don’t know how she is?’




  He deflates. ‘OK, I confess: I was fibbing when I said that. She’s devastated. She keeps sending me texts saying she’s going to euthanise the goldfish in revenge.’




  ‘That seems very out of character.’




  ‘I think I’ve driven her over the edge,’ he says.




  ‘Poor Fiona,’ I offer.




  ‘Poor Fiona,’ he agrees.




  Then we stand, silently, wondering what to say next. ‘Um . . . I’d better get into class,’ I splutter, and he nods as we scurry to the front door, a blaze of nervous energy

  firing up between us.




  





  Chapter 4




  The faintest hint of sunshine pushes through the clouds that weekend, apparently representing enough of a heatwave to convince Cate and Emily that the prime location at the

  Mortal Man on Saturday afternoon is outside.




  I find Emily at a table in the beer garden, her teeth chattering and nose a peculiar tinge of blue. ‘Isn’t it lovely to see some sunshine? I feel like summer’s only around the

  corner,’ she says, huddling into her jacket.




  ‘Yes, if this keeps up we might be able to remove our long johns in a few weeks,’ I reply, taking a seat as Cate walks towards us with a tray, carrying three glasses, a bottle of

  white and a couple of bags of nuts.




  To give my friends’ sanity due credit, while the Mortal Man is a lovely cask-ale and high-beam type of pub, the greatest of all its virtues is the view: in summer, this little spot is a

  sun trap, surrounded by the craggy landscape of Troutbeck. It’s the closest you’ll get to heaven on earth without Tom Hardy and a tub of Häagen-Dazs.




  Cate pours the glasses and raises hers.




  ‘What are we toasting?’ I ask.




  She shrugs. ‘Three soon-to-be-brilliant salsa dancers?’




  We chink glasses as she hands over a bag of nuts.




  ‘Not for me,’ I reply. ‘I’m on a diet. I’ve even started using MyFitnessPal.’




  Emily frowns. ‘I’ve never known you to diet. You don’t need to diet.’




  ‘You’ve never known me to diet successfully,’ I correct her. ‘I assure you I’ve got plenty of wobbly bits I need to get rid of.’




  A look of glorious insight suddenly appears on Cate’s face. ‘Aha! This is because Edwin’s single now, isn’t it?’




  I wonder about denying it, but that would prevent me from discussing the whole thing for the next hour, which I’m not prepared to relinquish. ‘I still can’t get over it,’

  I say. ‘Fiona was perfect. I never thought anyone would split up with her.’




  ‘Well the love of your life has,’ Cate points out.




  I suddenly feel slightly woozy, and Emily throws me a look. ‘Deep breaths, Lauren.’




  ‘Logically this might not mean much,’ I tell them. ‘Logically, if he’d been interested in me two years ago when we met, then he’d have dumped The . . . Fiona

  then.’ I am appalled with myself for almost letting the word ‘Bitch’ slip out in the light of recent events, ironically or not. ‘I’ve been tossing and turning for

  three nights wondering if . . . if . . . oh, it’s ridiculous.’




  ‘No, it’s not,’ Emily says. ‘You and Edwin have been friends for two whole years. You’ve got loads in common. You spark off each other when you’re together. I

  could totally see you as a couple. The fact that he hasn’t thought about you in those terms until now just shows that he’s a decent, honourable, one-woman type of guy. Now that Fiona is

  out of the way, it’s time to step up your game.’




  ‘You think I should ask him out?’




  Cate considers this for a second. ‘Under normal circumstances I’d say definitely. But Edwin’s old-fashioned – in a good way, obviously,’ she adds hastily, seeing my

  expression. ‘I think it’d be better if he asked you out. You just need to plant the seed of the idea in his head.’




  ‘How am I going to do that?’




  ‘You’ll think of something,’ she winks. ‘And if not, I’ll think of something. Ooh, I’ve got a really good feeling about this. I bet all three of us

  will be hooked up by the end of the summer.’




  ‘Still dreaming about Will then?’ I ask.




  ‘He is so unbelievably HOT,’ she sighs, which I take as a yes. ‘I’ve never been out with anyone from Mountain Rescue before. I wonder if he’d take me up in his

  chopper?’




  I roll my eyes. ‘Emily will have the same problem if she ends up with . . .’




  ‘Joe,’ Emily reminds me. ‘But he’s not Mountain Rescue. He’s an entrepreneur.’




  ‘Oh right,’ I reply. ‘The Alan Sugar kind or the drug-dealing kind?’




  ‘I didn’t ask,’ she smirks. Then a thought occurs to her. ‘Do you think he’s out of my league?’




  Cate tuts. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Emily. Anyway, have you been practising your dance moves, Lauren?’




  ‘Oh – do I really have to go to salsa again?’ I ask, having conveniently forgotten about the whole thing.




  The others look at me as if I’ve grown that extra nose again. ‘Didn’t you enjoy it?’ Emily says, looking genuinely shocked.




  ‘It was all right, but my shins are black and blue after five minutes with Mike, and now that you two are paired off . . .’




  ‘I’d say that was a little premature, Lauren,’ Emily chides me. ‘We both fancy a couple of blokes, but that doesn’t mean we’re paired off. Besides,

  we’re not there for the men. We’re there for the fun. Aren’t we, Cate?’ She nudges our friend.




  ‘What – eh? Yes, sorry,’ she says. ‘I was distracted.’




  ‘By what?’ Emily asks.




  Cate narrows her eyes towards the car park. ‘I could’ve sworn I saw . . .’




  We spin round and follow her gaze when Robby, Cate’s ex-boyfriend, appears and starts sauntering towards the pub door. ‘Oh God, it is him,’ she says, ducking her head

  down, as if this will save her from anything.




  Emily chews her lip. ‘Maybe he won’t spot us.’ At which point he starts waving.




  Cate looks up, starts twiddling with the piercings at the top of her right ear and musters up a ‘what a lovely coincidence’ smile that is so unconvincing you’d think

  she’d just found fossilised squirrel faeces in the bottom of her glass. ‘Shit. What do I do?’ she hisses through clenched teeth.




  ‘You just have a polite conversation and hold your breath until he’s gone,’ I tell her.




  Robby is suddenly hovering above us. It’s hard not to feel sorry for Cate’s ex-boyfriend, and not just because she left him heartbroken when she dumped him. He’s always had

  that feel-sorry-for-me way about him, which I think was part of the reason she eventually came to find him so strangely unattractive.




  And it is strange, because Robby is unfeasibly good-looking, with the lithe, hard body of an underwear model, and a high blond Tin Tin quiff that is so daft it can only be cool.




  Half-Parisian, Robby moved to London when he was eight, and then relocated up here to the Lakes last year for work. He’s a bar-tender at the Damson Garden, an insanely luxurious boutique

  hotel where he’s served cocktails to A-list film stars, Olympic sportsmen and the odd a chart-topping musician.




  At twenty-seven, he’s five years younger than Cate, and although he has everything going for him, he retains a strangely melancholic disposition, as if he’s permanently mourning

  something that hasn’t yet happened. Only, in this case, it has happened. Cate dumped him. And apparently ruined his life.




  ‘How are things, ladies?’ he asks, with a face that says, I’m trying my best to keep a stiff upper lip, DESPITE WHAT THIS FUCKING COW DID TO

  ME.




  ‘Good, thanks,’ Emily and I reply. Then there’s a split-second silence in which everyone is thinking about asking him the same question, yet you can practically hear the cogs

  in our brains trying to stop us from doing so.




  ‘And how are you, Robby?’ Cate asks, clearly not able to stop herself.




  He glares at her. ‘I’ll have to be honest, things are not so goo—’




  ‘Would you like a nut?’ I ask, thrusting the glazed almonds under his nose. He looks perplexed by this question. ‘They’re delicious,’ I continue, before he can say

  anything. ‘Lots of calories, mind you. Not that I’m suggesting you’d need to watch your weight. So have you served anyone famous recently? Tom Cruise been in? Or Katie Holmes? Oh,

  no – that could be awkward . . . ’




  A wrinkle appears above Robby’s nose. ‘Not really. I’ve had things on my mind other than work though. Personal things.’ He flashes another look at Cate, who is pretending

  to admire the view. He sits down next to her. When she turns round, she nearly leaps out of her chair. ‘Things aren’t going my way at the moment. I had my phone stolen

  yesterday.’




  ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Robby,’ Cate says, and he seems to leap on her sympathy and grasp it with both hands.




  ‘I miss you,’ he whispers.




  Emily looks at her watch. ‘Ooohh . . . is it really nearly three o’clock?’




  Cate throws us a glance that screams, Do not go or I will never speak to you again. Emily and I sit tight.




  ‘Cate,’ he repeats. ‘I’d just like to talk about a few things. That’s all. I – I know I’m not everything you want . . .’




  ‘It’s not that,’ she squirms. ‘You’re lovely, Robby.’




  ‘Then why aren’t we together?’ he fires back. ‘Because I think you’re lovely too. I’ve said it enough, haven’t I?’




  Cate’s face grows red. ‘There’s no point in going through it all again,’ she says weakly. ‘I think you’re a wonderful man. But you and I . . . I’m

  sorry, we’re just not meant to be.’




  His handsome jaw tenses. ‘Okay,’ he says flatly. ‘I’m sorry I bothered you. See you around, ladies. Or . . . not.’




  And at that he gets up and walks away.




  Cate draws a long breath. ‘God, I feel awful. I’m not sure what’s wrong with me. Most women would kill to have a man like that chasing after them.’




  Emily shrugs. ‘If you don’t fancy him, you don’t fancy him.’




  Cate’s eyes widen. ‘You’ve seen him – he’s gorgeous – but sometimes way too intense. You know how it is when you fall for someone: you either feel it or you

  don’t. Think about how you feel about Edwin, Lauren. There’s absolutely no shadow of a doubt in your mind about how madly in love you are with him. It’s indefinable – the

  chemistry, the alchemy. And what you feel for Edwin, I certainly don’t for Robby. Do you know what I mean?’




  I take a sip of my drink. Because I know exactly what she means. My feelings for Edwin are rock solid. If only the same could be said of his for me.




  





  Chapter 5




  Our second salsa night is a revelation. It isn’t just the sheer liberation of moving without the hateful shoes, which I abandoned in favour of my Converse, after Marion

  agreed they were acceptable.




  It’s that a decent number of participants turn up. We’re still some way from forty or fifty but, following a piece in the local paper last week and Will and Joe asking a couple of

  friends, we’re now up to sixteen.




  This rush sends Marion into a quivering panic, which is abated slightly when the cavalry arrives in the form of her friend, who introduces herself rather formally as Lulu Mitford. Lulu is

  younger than Marion; she’s in her late thirties, with a slim, fine-boned face and long eyelashes. Although she works for English Heritage, she’s been dancing ballroom and Latin since

  she was a teenager, hence the fact that Marion has roped her along so she can split us into two groups: absolute beginners and those able to undertake more than the basic steps without risking a

  trip to A&E.




  ‘How did you persuade your friends to come?’ I ask Joe, as he takes my hand. His face breaks into a warm, easy smile and his eyes no longer seem as brooding tonight. Although perhaps

  all the hype from Emily about how lovely he was with her last week has simply made him seem a bit more approachable.




  ‘They’re mainly Will’s mates from Mountain Rescue,’ he explains. ‘He says nobody was keen at first, then he told them the place was full of single women. After

  that, it was surprisingly simple.’




  Lulu starts the music and asks us to begin with the same basic steps we learned last week. Joe, I’m relieved to see, is at about the same ability level as me: passable. Our footwork is a

  long way from fancy, particularly when Lulu introduces a new move – a turn outwards one way, then the other. There’s the usual clashing of knees, for which we’re both

  responsible.




  ‘I might be wrong, but you don’t sound as if you were born and bred in Cumbria,’ I tell him.




  ‘I’m a Londoner originally. I spent my childhood in Hampstead, but have lived all over the place since.’ I mentally pocket this nugget of biography to fill in Emily later.

  ‘I always knew I’d end up in the Lakes though, at least for a time. My dad fancied himself as a bit of an adventurer and so we’d come at least twice a year, to scramble up Scafell

  Pike or Great Gable. So when an opportunity arose a few months ago, I did that unforgivable thing the locals must hate tourists doing: I moved here.’




  I raise my eyebrows. ‘Well, I am a true, bona-fide local and I can say for the record that I’m totally at ease with the idea of welcoming people who’ve fallen in love with the

  place.’




  ‘Really?’ he asks dubiously.




  ‘Yep. Until they all turn up, that is.’




  He laughs and takes my hand again, but Lulu steps in. ‘Time for a switch around,’ she tells us. ‘Move along now.’




  According to Lulu, it’s not the done thing to dance with the same person all evening, so over the next forty-five minutes, we shuffle promiscuously from partner to partner. The idea is to

  experience dancing with a range of abilities, rather than this being an elaborate prelude to a swingers’ party. Marion also insists that it’s the best way for us all to get to know each

  other – and I can’t deny that collective cringing proves to be a remarkably effective bonding tool.




  The only one who isn’t convinced by the new system is Stella. I end up next to her while Lulu demonstrates a turn with one of the newcomers – a toned, olive-skinned guy with an

  accent I can’t place. They make the steps look very remedial. ‘Don’t get me wrong – I get why we’re doing it this way,’ says Stella, as Will steps up and takes

  her by the hands and I’m joined by a sprightly man who must be in his seventies but looks good on it. ‘I’m just worried that Mike is going to dislocate someone’s

  kneecaps.’ We both look over and wince as he attempts to unravel himself from Cate’s ankles.




  My partner, it turns out, is a former theology lecturer called Frank. He is three inches shorter than me, with a sweet smile and haphazard beard that resembles the bristles in a stiff boot

  cleaner. As we follow Lulu’s lead, stepping and turning to the music, it’s obvious he’s significantly better at this than me. I start moving my hips a little more, in a bid to

  make more of an effort.




  ‘How long have you and Mike been together?’ I ask Stella when the music stops.




  ‘Three and a half years,’ she replies.




  ‘He seems lovely.’




  ‘Oh, he’s a gem,’ she says, wrinkling her nose affectionately. ‘And I get on like a house on fire with his family. Or at least I did until the Monday before

  last.’




  ‘Oh?’




  ‘I thought I’d give Mike a nice surprise and recreate that scene in Pretty Woman. You know, where she sits on the table, naked except for his tie.’




  ‘Ah,’ I reply, unsure how else to respond.




  ‘So I’m there: table set, candles on the sideboard, seabass in the oven. Only, after I heard a key in the door and whipped off my dressing gown, I discovered that it was actually his

  mum letting herself in to feed the cat. She’d thought we were still away for the weekend.’




  ‘Oh good God . . .’




  ‘I know. There I was with his M&S tie dangling between my knockers and in walks his mother with a bowl of Sheba. It was terrible.’




  Tonight’s newcomers make for an interesting mix. As well as the Mountain Rescue volunteers, there’s Frank, the ex-theology lecturer, Esteban – who, it turns out, is

  twenty-five, a restaurant manager and from Peru – as well as a couple of nurses and a gorgeous blonde Ambleside College student called Jilly: Esteban can’t take his eyes off her.

  There’s also one couple from the Midlands who are staying at the hotel for a week’s holiday and are salsa fanatics.




  But our small band of new dancers are mainly locals, covering a vast age range that starts somewhere in the early twenties and ends with Frank.




  All of which makes the whole thing so much more of an event than last week, that for a slim moment, I start to wonder if I might be enjoying myself. Although not as much as Cate.




  She spent the first five minutes chatting with a couple of the waitresses – there is literally no one on earth she couldn’t engage in small talk – before making a beeline for

  Will and being virtually inseparable since. Despite Marion and Lulu’s efforts to get us all to swap partners, they’ve mysteriously ended up together at least five times.




  ‘Before we begin, I need to say something to you.’ Mike is standing in front of me, offering me his hands before the dance begins.




  ‘What is it?’ I ask, taking hold of them.




  He mumbles sheepishly. ‘Sorry.’




  ‘For what?’




  The music starts and he steps forward . . . right onto my toe. ‘Oh I see,’ I gasp, hopping about, convinced that he’s managed to chip my nail polish through a rubber toe-cap

  and pair of cotton socks. As Mike starts apologising again, Lulu appears.




  Last week, Marion wasn’t overly forgiving of Mike’s ineptitude, addressing him like a disobedient child, as opposed to a moderately successful thirty-five-year-old IT manager. But

  Lulu appears to have taken a shine to him.




  ‘You mustn’t worry about it,’ she says patiently. ‘For some, this comes easily, for others it takes a bit of practice, but I’ve got no doubt you’ll get there

  in the end.’




  ‘I’m glad you’re convinced,’ Mike smiles at her.




  ‘You just need to relax a bit,’ she replies, moving his arms into the correct position as he reddens slightly. ‘Though not too much – your arms need to be nice and tight.

  Remember, the man leads – you’re the one in charge.’




  ‘I suppose it had to happen one day,’ he shrugs. ‘Right, fancy trying one of these turns?’ he asks me.




  ‘Go for your life,’ I say uncertainly.




  Mike lifts up his arm, which is the cue for me to perform the full 360-degree turn we learned earlier, in three quick, sharp steps. This is far harder than it sounds, although that might partly

  be because Mike loses his step and stumbles in my direction, leaving us a clash of arms and legs and red faces. The poor guy looks distraught.




  ‘Don’t worry, honestly. Bit of practice, like Lulu said,’ I tell him, lying through my gritted teeth.




  After the formal class, the half-hour ‘social’ kicks off, allowing everyone to do the one thing that is a priority in salsa: enjoying yourself. I step back and leave the eligible men

  to those who really want them – and so Cate ends up with Will again, while Emily is soon in Joe’s arms.




  I, on the other hand, dance with Frank again, who has increased in confidence so dramatically that he grabs me by the hand and yanks it back and forth as if he’s trying to win three

  cherries on a fruit machine. As the steps become more familiar, I relax into the music and indulge in a blurred fantasy of what it’d be like to dance with Edwin. The thought sends a shot of

  heat through my body as I twirl round and stumble to a halt.




  ‘Not bad,’ declares Frank, grinning at me from behind his wire spectacles. My fantasy disintegrates.




  When the class is over, we spill out into the floodlit driveway and head towards Cate’s van, emblazoned with the logo of her shop, Daffodils & Stars.




  The first part of the name is a reference to the William Wordsworth poem, which he wrote in Ullswater; the latter a reflection of the fact that Cate will always be a bit of a hippy at heart, no

  matter how successful her business becomes.




  ‘Did you pick up on some of the gossip among the staff tonight?’ she asks me.




  ‘No, what sort of gossip?’




  She clicks the lock. ‘The hotel is being sold,’ she says tentatively, gauging my reaction. ‘Apparently, it’s been up for sale for nearly a year, on the QT. It’s

  only now they’ve found a company willing to take it on.’




  I feel a prickle of anxiety. ‘So, who’s the new owner?’




  ‘They don’t know who it is yet, but the rumour mill has gone into overdrive,’ Cate replies. ‘The staff seem to think it’s going to be a disaster.’




  ‘Why?’ Emily asks.




  ‘Word is, the new buyer is going for the jugular on the hotel. Plans to overhaul everything. The woman I got talking to seemed to think they were all going to be sacked and the place

  turned into Disneyland.’




  I’d heard a rumour about it being up for sale, but that was months ago. Besides that, it’s been on and off the market for years without anyone showing any interest, which is how

  I’d hoped it would stay.




  Because, while I can’t claim the place is thriving, the current owners at least understand the importance of keeping the fabric of the place intact, of retaining its history and charm. The

  idea that someone’s going to come in and tear it all apart sucks the breath out of me. Cate obviously notices.




  ‘Sorry, that was really insensitive of me,’ she says, putting her hand on my arm. ‘They’re probably exaggerating. I’m sure it can’t be that bad.’




  I glance back at the hotel. ‘What if they’re not?’




  ‘Lauren, don’t even think about it until we know more,’ Emily says wisely.




  And she’s right. Of course she’s right. When people’s jobs are at stake, rumours like this have a tendency to spread like wildfire despite being dangerously inaccurate.




  ‘Good night, ladies,’ Will shouts, as he opens the door of a slightly dilapidated SUV.
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